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Abstract  Esports is an industry that has attracted the 

attention of governments, sports organisations and 

academics worldwide. However, it is still unclear in the 

scientific literature what the impact of this growing 

participation in eSports is on real sports practice, 

particularly in the football context. The aim of this study is 

to conduct a systematic review to assess the impact of 

eSports on sporting practice, particularly football, focusing 

on the improvement of social, cognitive and motor, 

technical and tactical skills in young footballers. 

Systematic search was conducted using online databases 

such as Google Scholar, PubMed and Scopus. The process 

was performed in accordance with the PRISMA 2020 

guidelines. The screening process was summarized by 

means of a flow chart in accordance with the PRISMA 

2020 guidelines. Following the screening, 4 articles 

focused on the relationship and comparison between 

eSports and sporting activity in general and 5 articles on 

the influence of video games on young people's cognitive 

abilities. A positive effect on the stimulation of cognitive 

skills such as decision making, memory and cognitive 

flexibility emerges, suggesting that the controlled and 

targeted use of video games can complement training 

protocols in sports. In conclusion, the strategic integration 

of eSports in youth sport activities, especially in football, 

could represent an opportunity to improve performance 

both on the technical-tactical and psychophysical level. 

Keywords  Video Games, eSports, Cognitive Skills, 

Sports Activities, Football 

1. Introduction

The eSports is a fast-growing sector that has attracted the 

attention of governments, sports organisations and 

academics worldwide [1]. Internationally, in South Korea, 

the government has undertaken significant efforts to 

promote eSports culture. In 2000, the Korean eSport 

Association (KeSPA), an organisation affiliated with the 

Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism, was established. 

This development was accelerated by the rapid expansion 

of Internet bandwidth [2]. KeSPA has played a leading role 

in the development and regulation of eSports in the country, 

helping to consolidate South Korea as a global power in 

eSports [3]. In the United States, the regulation of eSports 

has mainly been handled at the state rather than federal 

level. At the federal level, eSports are not subject to 

specific regulation, however, some legislative initiatives 

have been introduced to recognise and support them [4]. 

For example, in 2018, Congress included provisions in the 

National Defense Authorization Act to integrate eSports 

into armed forces programmes, thereby promoting 

competition and leadership. Some states, such as California, 
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have adopted specific laws to promote eSports in high 

schools through the California Interscholastic Federation 

(CIF). A significant change in the recognition of eSports as 

a sporting discipline was represented by the International 

Olympic Committee (IOC) summit held in Lausanne in 

2017, during which eSports were officially recognised as a 

sporting activity [5]. This event marked a turning point in 

the social acceptance of eSports, paving the way for further 

institutional recognition [6]. The minutes of this meeting 

emphasise that in order to gain recognition by the IOC as a 

sport, the content of eSports must not contravene Olympic 

values and must be regulated by an organisation that 

ensures compliance with the rules and regulations of the 

Olympic movement, including aspects such as anti-doping 

and the prevention of manipulation of competitions [7]. 

Within the Italian national framework, the CONI National 

Council recognised the importance of supporting the 

individual National Sports Federations (FSN) and the 

Discipline Sportive Associate (DSA) in their internal 

development of a sector dedicated to Electronic and 

Simulated Sports based on traditional disciplines [8]. This 

recognition, which took place in January 2022, aims to 

integrate the management of these disciplines within 

existing sports bodies and protect the values of the 

Olympic movement [9]. To this end, a dedicated working 

group was set up and a memorandum of understanding was 

concluded with the eSports Italy Promoting Committee. At 

the European level, France is the only country to have 

regulated eSports, introducing in 2016 specific provisions 

within the Loi pour une République numérique [10]. This 

law establishes rules for players' employment contracts and 

requires ministerial approval for the organisation of 

competitions [11]. Thus, in recent years, eSports have 

experienced exponential growth in terms of participation 

and overall interest, especially among young people [12]. 

Despite the exponential growth of esports and video game 

use among adolescents, there is still a lack of clarity 

regarding how these digital practices influence physical 

sport performance and psychosocial development. 

Particularly in the football context, the scientific literature 

does not offer a systematic overview of whether and how 

esports might serve as a complementary tool to support 

motor, cognitive, or social learning. This gap is particularly 

critical in the field of youth football, where learning and 

development are multifactorial and increasingly influenced 

by digital environments. A systematic review is therefore 

necessary to synthesize existing evidence and clarify 

whether eSports and video games can be considered 

beneficial or potentially detrimental in this setting. 

The aim of this study is to conduct a systematic review 

to assess the impact of eSports on sporting practice, 

particularly football, focusing on the improvement of 

social, cognitive and motor, technical and tactical skills in 

young footballers. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Procedure 

The Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 

and Meta-Analyses 2020 (PRISMA 2020) guidelines for 

systematic reviews were followed. A systematic search 

was performed on online databases, including Google 

Scholar, PubMed and Scopus. The search strings 

‘Videogames AND cognitive skills’; ‘Videogames and 

football’; ‘eSports and athletes’ were used. The screening 

of the articles was carried out following three steps: 

reading the title, abstract and full text. The screening 

processes were summarised within the PRISMA flow 

diagram, as illustrated in Figure 1. 

2.2. Eligibility Criteria 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were included in the 

eligibility criteria. The former includes studies published in 

the last 10 years, i.e. in the range 2014-2024; studies in 

English; studies with quantitative or qualitative 

measurements of psychophysical or technical-tactical 

skills; studies on youth populations (adolescents) in the 

sports context. Exclusion criteria, on the other hand, 

included studies focusing exclusively on adults or 

non-youth professionals; studies without empirical data 

(e.g. narrative reviews, editorials); studies that do not 

directly concern football, sport or eSports. During the title 

and abstract screening, studies that clearly focused on adult 

populations or non-sport-related gaming experiences were 

immediately excluded. For example, articles investigating 

cognitive effects of gaming in professional adult gamers 

with no reference to football or physical activity were 

removed at this stage. During the full-text review, 

additional exclusions were made for papers lacking 

empirical data (e.g., narrative reviews or opinion pieces), 

or those that referred to general video game use without 

any relation to either cognitive or physical performance. 

This structured approach ensured that the final selection of 

studies aligned strictly with the predefined criteria and the 

aim of the review. 
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Figure 1.  PRISMA flowchart 

3. Results 

The database search returned a total of 531 articles 

matching the search. A total of 76 duplicate articles were 

removed, leaving 455 articles to be analysed. The titles 

and abstracts were then examined for relevance to the 

inclusion criteria, which led to the removal of a further 

352 articles. The full texts of the remaining 103 articles 

were examined for eligibility. The result was a final 

sample of 9 relevant articles. In particular, 4 articles 

focused on the relationship and comparison between 

eSports and sporting activity in general and 5 articles on 

the influence of video games on young people's cognitive 

abilities. Table 1 shows the articles highlighting the 

relationship between sports and eSports [13,14,15,16]. 

In order to gain a better understanding of the influence 

of video games on young people's cognitive abilities, five 

items were identified and are shown in Table 2 

[17,18,19,20,21]. 
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Table 1.  Articles relating sports to eSports 

Authors Year Objective Method Sample Principal results 

Zagała, & 

Strzelecki 

[13] 

2019 Taxonomy of video game types, game 

modes and the current phenomenon of 

online and land-based tournaments 

and eSports leagues. 

Experimental research 452 video game 

players 

Most gamers regard eSports as a 

sport. Players usually play 40 

matches every weekend in the FIFA 

eSports league, but casual eSports 

players and spectators rarely 

participate in live tournaments. 

Fortes et al. 

[14] 

2022 The aim of this study was to analyse 

the effect of transcranial anodal direct 

current stimulation of the 

movement-sensitive mid-temporal 

area on perceptual-cognitive abilities 

in mentally fatigued basketball 

players 

Randomised, 

double-blind, 

crossover study with 

two experimental 

conditions 

20 male 

basketball 

players 

Accuracy and response time in 

basketball decision-making skills 

were less impaired in the condition 

of subjects using video games 

Behnke et 

al. [15] 

2023 Check whether eSports athletes are 

less extroverted than non-gamer 

athletes 

Experimental 

research, examining 

the personality 

characteristics of both 

types of athletes 

416 gamers and 

452 athletes 

Results show that eSports players 

are less extroverted and 

conscientious than athletes 

Ningning 

& 

Wenguang 

[16] 

2023 The aim of this study is to provide 

sensible guidance for young people, 

steering them away from 

sedentariness, addiction and other 

negative behaviours, and to promote 

active sport, exercise and healthy 

development 

Experimental 

research, using an ad 

hoc questionnaire 

1608 subjects 

of Chinese 

origin between 

14 and 24 years 

old 

The virtual sports experience and 

social presence had a significant 

positive effect on young people's 

intention to participate in sports and 

physical activity 

Table 2.  Articles relating video games to cognitive abilities 

Authors Year Objective Method Sample Principal results 

Granic et 

al. [17] 

2014 Analysing the benefits of video games 

on practitioners 

Experimental research N.A. It has been found that video games 

can have emotional and social 

benefits, helping to improve mood 

and reduce stress. 

Zioga et al. 

[18] 

2024 Assessing the effects of video games 

on cognitive and affective abilities, 

especially in children and adolescents 

Experimental research 

using the Gaming 

Skill Questionnaire 

(GSQ) 

347 teenagers The GSQ showed that video games 

positively influence decision 

making, memory, cognitive 

flexibility and general cognitive 

abilities, except for empathy. 

Peracchia 

et al. [19] 

2022 Analysing the differences in certain 

cognitive skills, including decision 

making, vigilance level and attention, 

between experienced and casual 

players 

Experimental 

research, using a 

questionnaire and tests 

38 subjects 

divided into 

two groups of 

19 each, with 

an average age 

of 23 years 

The results showed better basic 

attentional capacity, better vigilance 

and better decision making in the 

group of experienced players than in 

the casual players. 

Mondéjar 

et al. [20] 

2016 Analysing the functioning of the 

brain's frontal lobe (executive 

function) in terms of leading cognitive 

abilities during five types of game 

mechanics widely used in video 

games 

Experimental 

research, with 

cognitive evaluation 

by 

electroencephalogram 

(EEG) during video 

game play 

12 subjects 

between 8 and 

12 years of age 

The results contribute to the design 

of serious games for healthcare 

purposes at a conceptual level, 

particularly in support of the 

diagnosis and treatment of cognitive 

disorders. 

Leiker et 

al. [21] 

2016 Analysis of the relationship between 

motivation, engagement and learning 

in a video game task 

Experimental 

research, with 

evaluation by tests 

60 subjects 

with no 

experience in 

video games 

The results showed improvements 

in terms of intrinsic motivation. 
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4. Discussion 

The present review indicates that eSports, when 

integrated in a structured and intentional way, may 

positively influence motor and social skill development 

among youth football players [22]. However, the picture 

outlined in the scientific literature presents different results 

depending on the type of video game activity, its frequency 

and mode of use [23]. This variability underlines the 

importance of contextualising eSports-based interventions 

within specific training frameworks and developmental 

objectives. 

4.1. eSports: Implications for Motor, Tactical and 

Social Skills 

On the one hand, a positive effect on the stimulation of 

cognitive abilities, such as decision making, memory and 

cognitive flexibility emerges, suggesting that the 

controlled and targeted use of video games can 

complement training protocols in the field of sport [24]. 

The literature reviewed, in particular the study by Granic 

[17], highlights that video games can also provide 

emotional and social benefits by reducing stress and 

improving mood, elements that can positively influence 

sports performance. Other studies, such as that of Ningning 

& Wenguang [16], show how the virtual sports experience 

can encourage young people to participate in physical 

activities in the real context, counteracting sedentary 

behaviour and promoting healthy physical development. A 

relevant aspect is the possibility that eSports can 

complement and, in some cases, amplify the tactical and 

strategic skills required by sports in the real-world context. 

Indeed, one study included in this review, namely that of 

Fortes et al. [14] in 2022, suggests that eSports players 

show a greater ability to maintain high levels of 

concentration and quick decision-making even in 

situations of mental fatigue, a key element in high-intensity 

sports such as football. This finding reinforces the idea that, 

if used correctly, video games can serve as training tools to 

develop crucial skills in real sports contexts as well [25]. 

Nonetheless, the benefits are not without potential 

drawbacks. There is a critical element related to the social 

isolation and lower extroversion and conscientiousness of 

eSports players in comparison to athletes playing sports in 

the real context. This suggests that while video games may 

be a useful tool for improving certain technical and 

cognitive skills, they should be integrated with caution and 

balance, as they may not provide the same level of 

development in social skills, especially when not combined 

with sporting activities in the real-world context that 

encourage group interaction. 

These individual-level outcomes are closely linked to 

broader structural and cultural factors, which influence 

how eSports are perceived, promoted, and regulated across 

different countries. 

4.2. Institutional Regulation and Cultural Context of 

eSports 

Next, it is important to consider the cultural and 

institutional context in which eSports are developing [26]. 

Their increasing regulation, as demonstrated by the cases 

of South Korea and France, underlines how sports and 

government authorities are trying to channel the 

phenomenon towards a more secure and structured model. 

However, the fact that in many countries, including Italy, 

eSports are still being integrated into traditional sports 

contexts poses a challenge. In the absence of strict 

guidelines and clear regulation, there is a risk that the 

potential benefits of eSports are not fully exploited and that, 

on the contrary, risks such as game addiction or lack of 

control over the quality of social interaction arise. 

4.3. Limitations of Study 

Despite the valuable insights provided by this systematic 

review, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, 

the sample size of included studies is small, with only nine 

articles meeting the inclusion criteria, which may limit the 

generalizability of the findings. Second, the majority of the 

studies analysed were cross-sectional in nature, lacking 

longitudinal data that could offer a more comprehensive 

understanding of the long-term effects of eSports on motor 

and cognitive skills development. Third, while the review 

highlights the cognitive benefits of eSports, such as 

improved decision-making and memory, there is less 

emphasis on how these virtual skills translate into real 

world motor development, particularly in the context of 

physical sports like football. Future research should aim to 

address these gaps by including larger and more diverse 

samples, conducting longitudinal studies, and exploring 

the integration of cognitive and motor skill development in 

both virtual and physical sports settings. Thus, while 

preliminary findings are promising, the impact of eSports 

on sporting practice remains partially demonstrated and 

context-dependent. 

Clarifying this relationship requires rigorous future 

studies with controlled designs and sport-specific outcome 

measures. 

5. Conclusions 

5.1. eSports and Sports Performance 

The present review suggests that eSports, when used in 

a structured and contextualized manner, may support the 

development of motor and tactical skills in youth football. 

Improvements in attention, responsiveness, and 

decision-making under pressure appear particularly 

relevant when digital practices are combined with 

real-world training environments. eSports may also foster 
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engagement and motivation for physical activity among 

adolescents. However, these benefits are not exempt from 

limitations: risks related to social withdrawal and reduced 

interpersonal interaction were observed among eSports 

players, especially when digital use is not balanced with 

in-person sport experiences. Therefore, the integration of 

eSports in training should be approached carefully, 

ensuring alignment with pedagogical principles and 

psychosocial development goals. 

5.2. Video Games and Cognitive Functioning 

In parallel, several reviewed studies indicate that 

certain types of video games can positively influence 

cognitive functions such as decision-making, working 

memory, and cognitive flexibility abilities that are critical 

for effective sports performance. Additionally, some 

games have shown benefits in stress reduction and 

emotional regulation, which may indirectly support 

athletic focus and resilience. Nonetheless, current findings 

are based primarily on cross-sectional data, and it remains 

unclear to what extent these cognitive improvements 

translate into real-world motor execution. More rigorous 

evidence is needed to substantiate the role of video games 

as valid tools for cognitive training in sport-specific 

contexts. 

Future research should prioritize longitudinal and 

experimental studies, include sport-specific outcome 

measures, and clarify how cognitive gains observed in 

virtual environments translate into real-world motor 

improvements. Interdisciplinary collaboration between 

coaches, educators, psychologists and game designers will 

be essential to build evidence-based, developmentally 

appropriate training models that integrate digital tools. 
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